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THE LIMITS OF ALTRUISM
By GARRETT HARDIN.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977. Pp. 154, $10.00

Garrett Hardin here presents a discussion of the biological-genetic
and ecological bases and effects of altruistic behavior. The treatment
is ruminative, sometimes speculative, and it appears that Hardin's
intention was to write a discussion of the ethics of altruism vs.
egoism which is accessible to the non-scientist, and supported
through a chain of arguments and evidence drawn from research and
theory in the science of ecology, and from human history.
The major ethical criterion of Hardin's discussion, and the mainspring of his ecological arguments, is not to ask whether altruism is
good (or even possible), but to examine altruistic behavior as it
affects the balance between finite resources and the demand placed
upon them by consuming animal species. The balanced or imbalanced ratio between supply and demand elements in an ecosystem
establishes the carrying capacity: for example, one square kilometer
of grazing land may have a carrying capacity of five deer. An ecosystem's carrying capacity for species consuming renewable resources
allows for replacement of resources consumed; exceeding carrying
capacity does not, and therefore ultimately endangers the consuming
animal.
In applying his ecological constructs to the human world, Hardin
is decidedly conservative-citing both the Bible and Edmund Burke.
He accepts the nation state a priori as the natural or logical unity
within which carrying capacity should be determined 4nd adjusted.
He argues that commonist (communist) and socialist systems of
resource management and distribution cannot work. He urges that
the best a wealthy nation can do for a poor one is to deny it aid, so
that the poor nation will have to learn self-reliance. While these
arguments will strike some as ethnocentric, chauvinistic, or smug,
and tempt the reader or reviewer to ad hominem, one must note that
conservative arguments may also be valid and true sometimes. Hardin
does support his case, mainly with historical examples, but also with
research and theory from ecology-relevant sciences. And Hardin
makes clear and persuasive arguments.
In comparing and analyzing the differences between short term
and long term altruism, Hardin concludes that much long term harm
is done in the name of short term good. Hardin argues that, in part,
there is no genuine concern for posterity where there is no appre-

January 1979]

LIMITS OFALTR UISM

239

ciation for ancestry. From a species-success point of view, such
behavior is not competent. And Hardin introduces much, oftenfamiliar evidence that our species is not always competent because of
the short term altruistic behaviors by which we enable a group of
people to outbreed the carrying capacity of their national resources,
reaping long term disaster. The "limits of altruism" turn out to be, in
the individual, egoism, and in the population, tribalism. Hardin concludes, consistently with genetic-heredity and historical examples,
that altruism should be thus limited.
This book grew out of Professor Hardin's Patten Lectures at
Indiana University. Perhaps because the book has retained some quality of oral style, it is an interesting and readable discussion. Hardin
himself is eminently qualified to discuss his topic from a scientific
viewpoint; the merit of the book is to make that viewpoint accessible
to non-scientists.
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